Detection of the vulnerable coronary atheromatous plaque. Where are we now?
Atherosclerosis is a progressive process with potentially devastating consequences and has been identified as the leading cause of morbidity and mortality, especially in the industrial countries. The underlying mechanisms include endothelial dysfunction, lipid accumulation and enhanced inflammatory involvement resulting in plaque disruption or plaque erosion and subsequent thrombosis. However, it has been made evident, that the majority of rupture prone plaques that produce acute coronary syndromes are not severely stenotic. Conversely, lipid-rich plaques with thin fibrous cap, heavily infiltrated by inflammatory cells have been shown to predispose to rupture and thrombosis, independently of the degree of stenosis. Therefore, given the importance of plaque composition, a continuously growing interest in the development and improvement of diagnostic modalities will promptly and most importantly, accurately detect and characterize the high-risk atheromatous plaque. Use of these techniques may help risk stratification and allow the selection of the most appropriate therapeutic approach.